Introduction 


Within a neoliberal society, freedom of speech works to protect the speech of those already 
empowered by that society, who claim those dispossessed are abusing the right by criticizing 
them. In Sara Ahmed’s piece, the concept of freedom of speech is used by TERFs 1 to proclaim 
loudly that they are being silenced while simultaneously silencing their critics. This is, as Ahmed 
calls it, a “mechanism of power.” The mythology of neoliberalism is essential to the self-image 
of “protectors of free speech.” David Harvey argues that neoliberalism is the heartwood of 
American society. Ahmed shows that in a neoliberal society the fact that TERFs use the blud¬ 
geon of free speech can come as no surprise. 

“The word ‘freedom’ resonates so widely within the common-sense understanding of Ameri¬ 
cans that it becomes ‘a button that elites can press to open the door to the masses’ to justify al¬ 
most anything.” 2 This was particularly clear after September 11, 2001 when the so-called United 
States successfully propagandized the attack as an attack on the very idea of America, which 
they connected with the word freedom. Gramsci noted that political questions become com¬ 
pletely unsolvable when they are “disguised as cultural [questions].” 3 This disguise was inten¬ 
tional. 

If the idea of freedom of speech is so elemental to the very concept of American-ness, then 
censorship is a true arch enemy of America. Therefore, the argument goes, if you censor free 
speech then you are the arch enemy of freedom (which, as noted above, has become inseparable 
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from American identity). By claiming transphobia is a way of shutting down individual freedom 
in the form of speech, TERFs are claiming that trans-znclusive radical feminists are censoring 
them. By relying on a neoliberal ideology of free speech rather than an analytic legal interpreta¬ 
tion, TERFs have a moving target that allows them to claim censorship when they are being criti¬ 
cized while at the same time arguing for broader censorship of their critics from platforms with 
very large readerships. 

Harvey & Neoliberalism 

David Harvey’s book A Brief History of Neoliberalism 4 is not brief. But it does offer an in- 
depth definition of practical uses of neoliberalism that States have used to control and transform 
societies. His central idea is that neoliberalism is a tool that allows governments to exercise a 
more subtle form of social control. Harvey offers a brilliant and concise definition: “Neoliberal¬ 
ism is in the first instance a theory of political economic practices that proposes that human well¬ 
being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an 
institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free 
trade. The role of the state is to create and preserve an institutional framework appropriate to 
such practices.” 5 

While neoliberalism was essentially born at the University of Chicago economics depart¬ 
ment, it is far from exclusively an economic ideology. It is in fact a separation from a strict eco¬ 
nomic form of governance—it is instead concerned with the aesthetics of governance. This con¬ 
cern for aesthetics is why, per Harvey, “[cjultural and traditional values (such as . . . views on the 
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position of women in society) and fears (of. . . ‘others’) can be mobilized to mask other reali¬ 
ties.” 6 In Ahmed’s piece, we will see that the aesthetics and rhetoric around individual freedom 
of speech and illiberal censorship is how TERFs mask other realities. 

Ahmed & TERFs 

Sara Ahmed’s article “An Affinity of Hammers,” 7 which appeared in TSQ: Transgender Stud¬ 
ies Quarterly in 2016, contains an excellent example of the way fundamentally conservative 
groups like TERFs use liberal ideology to attain and exercise some measure of power. In 2015 a 
large group of academics attached their name to a letter, 8 published in the Guardian, which 
claimed that academics and students who were concerned with a critical interpretation of the the¬ 
ory of feminism were being silenced and censored for asking “legitimate” questions. 9 As Ahmed 
argues, the seemingly innocent question “can’t we just have a dialogue?” requires oppressed peo¬ 
ple to defend their very existence against the guise of innocent questions and so-called “critical 
thought.” A truly effective effort to resist this trend is to cultivate an affinity with those tasked 
with defending their lives and right to exist in the face of weaponized liberal tools. 

TERFs intentionally juxtapose words like silencing, bullying, and intimidation with words 
like critical, questioning, and democratic . 10 Each of these is a stand-in for speech—the difference 
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is who is speaking and towards whom their speech is directed. It is no wonder, then, that the 
same people associate one form of speech as censorship and another form of speech as exercis¬ 
ing freedom. Ahmed points out: “it both insists on free speech while announcing that free speech 
is under threat .... Free speech is increasingly mobilized as an ideological weapon by the cre¬ 
ation of a clear distinction between offensive statements and ‘incitements to violence,’” 11 the first 
being protected speech and the second unprotected speech. In this instance, “dominant views be¬ 
come rearticulated as if they are minority views that we have to struggle to express” with and 
within these liberal mythologies. Ahmed writes of her own experience of gendered norms as “a 
woman of color who finds that gender norms so often remain predicated on an unremarkable 
whiteness: the evocation of a fragile female body who needs to be defended from various racial- 
ized as well as sexualized others.” 12 These dominant views are not limited to gender; they fit over 
all forms of social control. They even intersect to allow people who are subjugated along one 
axis to dominate over people who are subjugated along another axis. Think of the 53% of white 
women in the so-called United States who voted for Donald Trump, prioritizing their investment 
in whiteness over their subjugation within a sexist and patriarchal presidential campaign. 

The connection to neoliberalism is this: those who weaponize tools of liberalism in order to 
present themselves as victims and attain greater social position are those who, when neoliberal¬ 
ism morphs into fascism or authoritarianism, expect to be accepted into the narrowing category 
of “not an enemy of the state.” This is true whether the speech that is being alleged to be silenced 
is transphobic, sexist, or racist. The creation of an other in the public consciousness, aided by the 
ability to publish a liberal-sounding claim like “we just want to have dialogue” from a platform 
as large as the Guardian, attempts to prefigure the lines along which fascism will be drawn. 
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Analysis 

Harvey cites Polanyi, arguing “[ljiberal or neoliberal utopianism is doomed ... to be frus¬ 
trated by authoritarianism, or even outright fascism.” 13 The self-styled “Chicago Boys” were a 
government-funded group of neoliberal economists from the University of Chicago who took 
Milton Friedman’s economic theories to Chile in order to reconstruct the Chilean economy with 
the specific and explicit goal ofpaving the way for the fascist Agosto Pinochet to overthrow Sal¬ 
vador Allendes socialist government. Where Polanyi saw a flaw, the government of the so-called 
United States saw a roadmap. 

This is because of the way people operate in different loci within a broader political power 
structure. For example, as we see in Ahmed’s piece, “[s]ome protests are judged as stifling free 
speech while other protests (such as the letter itself) become expressions of free speech. We leam 
that free speech has become a political technology that is used to redefine freedom around the 
right of some to occupy time and space.” 14 She concludes, “[wjhenever people keep being given 
a platform to say they have no platform, or whenever people speak endlessly about being si¬ 
lenced, you not only have a performative contradiction; you are witnessing a mechanism of 
power.” 15 

Who is free to utilize this mechanism of power in a neoliberal state like the so-called US or 
the UK? Those who are privileged to not encounter the wall of “woman-ness” also possess the 
power to claim the right to speech and to speak on their own alleged censorship. How could they 
understand a transgender person’s experience without actively seeking it out? Ahmed begins with 
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the assertion that “[w]e learn about worlds when they do not accommodate us. Not being accom¬ 
modated can be pedagogy.” 16 The cisgender academics that signed their name to the Letter 17 have 
been accommodated by the society that accepts and understands cisgender as the archetypical 
state of being. Without cultivating an affinity with the dispossessed, one that chips away at the 
forces that chip away at us, there can be no understanding, and transphobic academics will con¬ 
tinue to frame any criticism as antiliberal censorship. 

Conclusion 

There are certain trends that neoliberal institutions like academia and mainstream media rely 
on. One is the conflation of legal and liberal ideas about freedom of speech. 18 Another is the abil¬ 
ity to frame criticism of hateful or prejudiced speech as oppressive speech. Members of the acad¬ 
emy and mainstream media mutually benefit from their work to amplify one another’s voices: 
they claim the sacred right to free speech; they conflate neoliberal interpretations with legal ones; 
and they cite the mythological American Freedom at every opportunity, justifying what Harvey 
described as “violently repressing] all the social movements and political organizations of the 
left and dismantling] all forms of popular organization.” 19 This is the end result of efforts by 
TERFs to silence and marginalize transgender people. 
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